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Rebellion and the law in fifteenth-century English towns1 
Eliza Hartrich 
Magdalen College, Oxford 
 
7KHUHFRUGVRIWKHFRXUWRIWKH.LQJ¶V%HQFKLQFOXGHD description of a session of the court of the 
6WHZDUGDQG0DUVKDORIWKH.LQJ¶s Household held on 29 August 1422 at Warwick and presided 
over by Humphrey, duke of Gloucester.  There, jurors claimed that on 5 August, thirty men from 
Coventry DQGµRWKHUXQNQRZQPDOHIDFWRUVDQGGLVWXUEHUVRIWKHNLQJ¶VSHDFH¶KDGµFRQVSLUHGDQG
FRQIHGHUDWHGLQWKHPDQQHURIZDU«WRVXEYHUWWKHODZVRUGLQDQFHVDQGVWDWXWHVRIWKHWRZQRI
&RYHQWU\¶7KHRIIHQGHUVZHUHVDLGWRKDYHEHHQDUPHGwith bows, arrows, swords, daggers, 
stakes, and other weapons when they assembled in a field called the Poddycroft to mount an 
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 I would like to thank John Watts, Patrick Lantschner, Tom Johnson, and the editors for their helpful comments on 
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insurrection.  TKH\µPDGHDERPLQDEOHFULHV¶GHFODULQJWKDWXQOHVV0D\RU-RKQ(Vterton released 
two prisoners from the town gaol, that the crowd of rebels would remove the prisoners by force.  
Esterton said that he would die before he would release the prisoners, but in the end Adam 
Deyster and Richard Joy agreed to serve as bail for the prisoners, who were permitted to leave 
the gaol peaceably.  This did not stop the disorder in Coventry, however.  Those assembled at the 
Poddycroft proceeded forcibly to break into a garden that the mayor and commonalty of 
Coventry had rented out to Giles Allesley.  It was reported that the rebels carried swords, bows, 
and arrows, DQGWKDWWKHLUDFWLRQVZHUHLQµGLVWXUEDQFHRIWKHSHDFHRIWKHORUG.LQJDQGDJDLQVW
WKHODZVVWDWXWHVDQGRUGLQDQFHVRIWKH&LW\DQGDJDLQVWWKHSHDFHRIWKHVDLGORUG.LQJ¶2Q
$XJXVWWKHUHEHOVVWUXFNDJDLQ7KLVWLPHµDUPHGDQGDUUayed in the manner of war with 
VZRUGVERZVDQGDUURZV¶WKH\Eroke into enclosed gardens and pastures rented out by the town 
RI&RYHQWU\WR5LFKDUG6RXWKDPDQGWKHUHµPDGHULRWVUXPRXUVDQGFRQJUHJDWLRQV«LQ
contempt of the said lord our King and in disturbance of the peace of the said king and his people 
and in breach of the peace and to the grave damage of the same Mayor and Commonalty of the 
DIRUHVDLG&LW\RI&RYHQWU\¶2 
7KHUHEHOVLQ&RYHQWU\LQZHUHSURWHVWLQJWKHWRZQFRXQFLO¶VGHFLVLRQLQ1 to 
enclose lands acquired by the town and lease them out to private individuals, rather than using 
them as pasture open to all citizens.  It was but one of many similar types of protest occurring in 
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 71$.%PµFXPDOLLVPDOHIDFWRULEXVLQFRJQLWLVHWSDFLVGLFWLGRPLQL5HJLVSHUWXUEDWRULEXV¶µPRGR
JXHUULXR«FRQVSLUDXHUXQWHWFRQIHGHUDXHUXQWOHJHVRUGLQDFLRQHVHWVWDWXWHYLOOHGH&RYHQWUHSUHGLFWHVXEXHUWHUH¶
µDEKRPLQDELOHVFODPRUHV¶µLQSHUWXUEDFLRQHPSDFLVGLFWLGRPLQL5HJLVDFOHJXPVWDWXWRUXPHWRUGLQDcionum 
&LXLWDWLVSUHGLFWHDFFRQWUDSDFHPGLFWLGRPLQL5HJLV¶µJODGLLVDUFLEXVHWVDJLWWLVPRGRJXHUULXRDUPDWLHWDUUDLDWL¶
µULRWWHVUXPXURXUHV>HW@FRQJUHJDFLRQHVDGWXQFHWLELGHPIHFHUXQWLQFRQWHPSWXPGLFWLGRPLQL5HJLVDFLQ
perturbacionem pacis ipsius domini Regis et populi sui lesionem manifestam et ad graue dampnum ipsius Maioris ac 
&RPPXQLWDWL&LXLWDWLVSUHGLFWH¶6HHDOVRM. Jurkowski, µ/ROODUG\LQ&RYHQWU\DQGWKHUHYROWRI¶LQ/&ODUN
(ed.), The Fifteenth Century VI: Identity and Insurgency in the Late Middle Ages, Woodbridge: Boydell, 2006, pp. 
145-64, at 156-7. 
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the town at various points in the later middle ages.3  The case is interesting, however, not only 
IRULWVXQLTXHIHDWXUHVDQGIRULWVSURPLQHQWSODFHLQ&RYHQWU\¶s local history, but for what it 
reveals about how fifteenth-century English society defined and categorised urban rebellions.  In 
accounts of urban revolts in later medieval England, such as that of the Coventry rebellion of 
1422, the motivations and specific grievances of the rebels are rarely spelt out; what mattered to 
the English Crown, and what determined how the incidents were treated and prosecuted, was the 
format that such displays of defiance took.  The features of the rebellion that drew the attention 
of the authorities were that property had been broken into or destroyed, that there was a large 
group of illicitly assembled persons, that many in the crowd were in possession of weapons, and 
that the offenders had committed or expressly threatened violent action.  These were the 
attributes that turned an occasion on which municipal ordinances were flouted into a matter for 
royal concern²a rebellLRQLQVXUUHFWLRQRUULRWZKLFKWKUHDWHQHGWKHNLQJ¶VSHDFHDQGWKXV
came under his jurisdiction.4 
Rebellion, then, was a legal category as much as a political activity.  Actions taken by 
urban rebels undoubtedly had a great deal of symbolic or practical significance for the 
community concerned²EUHDNLQJHQFORVXUHVIRUH[DPSOHERWKGHPRQVWUDWHGWKHFRPPXQLW\¶V
UHVLVWDQFHWRWKHSULYDWHXVDJHRISXEOLFODQGVDQGHQVXUHGFLWL]HQV¶DFFHVVWRSDVWXUHWKDWZDV
vital for their livelihood²but they also determined the legal channels through which the 
offenders would be prosecuted, and whether their demonstration would be deemed a breach of 
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 0DQ\RIWKHVHDUHGLVFXVVHGLQ&'/LGG\µ8UEDQHQFORVXUHULRWVULVLQJVRIWKHFRPPRQVLQ(QJOLVKWRZQV
1480-¶P&P, 226, 2015, pp. 41-77, at 41-2, 46-7, 51, 57-8, 63, 67-9, 74. 
4
 See below, pp. ?, as well as P. C. Maddern, Violence and Social Order: East Anglia 1422-1441, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1992.  For the blurred distinction between individual interests and Crown interests in the law 
courts of medieval France, see J. Firnhaber-%DNHUµJura in medio: the settlement of seigneurial disputes in later 
PHGLHYDO/DQJXHGRF¶French History, 26, 2012, pp. 441-59, at 457. 
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WKHNLQJ¶VSHDFH5  Even if the king was not the object of protest, he had an interest in 
prosecuting any action that involved a collective, and potentially violent, threat to existing 
political authorities and to their persons and property.  Contemporaries were well aware of the 
legal attributes of rebellion (and its close cousin, riot), and Andrew Prescott and Philippa 
Maddern have shown that both royal authorities and private litigants manipulated their accounts 
of disorderly incidents to ensure that they would be classified as rebellions or riots.6  It is 
important to remember those participating in demonstrations against urban authorities would also 
have known the legal significance of the particular actions in which they engaged, and may well 
have chosen to contest municipal elites in such a way so as to gain access to the legal institutions 
that typically investigated riots and rebellions.  In other words, the legal profile of rebellion 
moulded not only how demonstrations were interpreted and depicted, but also very probably 
conditioned the actions taken by the demonstrators themselves. 
This essay will explore the legal attributes associated with rebellion, and the ways in 
which residents of fifteenth-century English towns used rebellion against municipal authorities to 
navigate a complex series of local and national jurisdictions.  This interpretation of rebellion²as 
part of a functioning legal system rather than a symptom of crisis within it²draws from the 
revisionist historiography of rebellion appearing since the new millennium, much of it published 
by my fellow contributors.  These works, by Samuel Cohn, Christian Liddy, Patrick Lantschner, 
Jelle Haemers, and Jan Dumolyn, among others, have demonstrated that rebellion in the later 
middle ages did not conform to the models proposed by Michel Mollat, Philippe Wolff, and Guy 
Fourquin in the 1970s, which presented rebellion as an unusual event, occurring only after a long 
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 )RUWKHSROLWLFDOV\PEROLVPRIUHEHOOLRQVLQPHGLHYDO(QJODQGVHHHVS/LGG\µ8UEDQHQFORVXUHULRWV¶SS-77, 
and S. Justice, Writing and Rebellion: England in 1381, Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994. 
6
 $3UHVFRWWµ:ULWLQJDERXWUHEHOOLRQXVLQJWKHUHFRUGVRIWKH3HDVDQWV¶5HYROWRI¶History Workshop 
Journal, 45, 1998, pp. 1-28, at 11-13; Maddern, Violence and Social Order. 
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build-up of tensions between haves and have-nots.  Instead, the revisionists have shown, 
rebellion was not necessarily the desperate action of a poverty-stricken peasantry or proletariat 
whose options had run out, but more typically a strategic demonstration made by people fully-
integrated into the political life of the realm or city. 7  That rebellion was often a rational and 
well-informed choice is made even more apparent through the analysis of its role as a legal 
device.  In late medieval English towns, citizens chose to rebel, in part, because they wished to 
take advantage of the legal mechanisms associated with the investigation of rebellions.  When 
English legal administration and peacekeeping mechanisms changed, so, too, did the frequency 
with which English townspeople rebelled against their civic governments.  Therefore, the 
meaning and utility of rebellions was not determined strictly by political needs, but was also 
framed by legal practice, as those with grievances tried to pursue the most effective means of 
seeking remedy.   
 
Rebellion in English Law 
 
                                                          
7
 S. K. Cohn, Jr., Lust for Liberty: The Politics of Social Revolt in Medieval Europe, 1200-1425, Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2006; idem, Popular Protest in Late Medieval English Towns, Cambridge: Cambridge 
8QLYHUVLW\3UHVV3/DQWVFKQHUµ-XVWLFHFRQWHVWHGDQGDIILUPHGMXULVGLFWLRQDQGFRQIOLFWLQODWHPHGLHYDO
Italian cLWLHV¶in F. Pirie and J. Scheele (eds), Legalism: Community and Justice, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014, pp. 77-DWLGHPµ5HYROWVDQGWKHSROLWLFDORUGHURIFLWLHVLQWKHODWHUPLGGOHDJHV¶P&P, 225, 2014, 
pp. 3-46; idem, The Logic of Political Conflict in Medieval Cities: Italy and the Southern Low Countries, 1370-
1440, Oxford: Oxford UniversiW\3UHVV&'/LGG\µ8UEDQHQFORVXUHULRWV¶SS-77; idem, µ³%HHZDURI 
J\OHLQERUXJK¶7D[DWLRQDQGSROLWLFDOGLVFRXUVHLQODWHPHGLHYDO(QJOLVKWRZQV¶LQ$*DPEHULQL J.-P. Genet, and 
A. Zorzi (eds), The Languages of Political Society: Western Europe, 14th-17th Centuries, Rome: Viella, 2011, pp. 
461-85; J. DumolyQDQG-+DHPHUVµ3DWWHUQVRIXUEDQUHEHOOLRQLQPHGLHYDO)ODQGHUV¶Journal of Medieval 
History, 31, 2005, pp. 369-93, at 385-6; H. Skoda, Medieval Violence: Physical Brutality in Northern France, 1270-
1330, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013, pp. 162-92, 243; C. D. /LGG\DQG-+DHPHUVµ3RSXODUSROLWLFVLQWKH
late medieval cLW\<RUNDQG%UXJHV¶EHR, 128, 2013, pp. 771-805.  For the earlier generation of rebellion 
scholarship, see M. Mollat and P. Wolff, The Popular Revolutions of the Late Middle Ages, trans. A. L. Lytton-Sells, 
London: George Allen & Unwin, 1973, and G. Fourquin, The Anatomy of Popular Rebellion in the Middle Ages, 
trans. A. Chesters, Amsterdam: Elsevier Science Ltd., 1978. 
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The act of rebellion itself²namely, public and collective resistance to governing authorities in 
which violence is committed or threatened²was well known in medieval England, as Samuel 
&RKQ¶VVXUYH\RISRSXODUSURWHVWLQPHGLHYDO(QJOLVKWRZQVEHWZHHQDQG
demonstrates vividly.8  From the late fourteenth century, however, rebellion became subject to 
specific legal procedures.  These remained relatively vague in their particulars, but nevertheless 
shaped definitions of rebellion and accorded it a clearer place in the English jurisdictional 
landscape.9  A 1391 act of parliament mandated that raids, riots, insurrections, and forcible 
entries into property should be dealt with by the justices of the peace²a group of local notables 
appointed for each county by the Crown.10  The significance of this act was two-fold.  Firstly, it 
made explicit that acts of rebellion did not fall under the customary or common law jurisdiction 
held by civic governments themselves; rebellion, even against municipal governments, was 
DOZD\VDEUHDFKRIWKHNLQJ¶VSHDFH.  In practice, this aspect of rebellion was eroded over time, as 
several towns received charters allowing their municipal officials to act as JPs or sheriffs and 
thus became equipped to investigate and punish rebellions on behalf of the Crown; nevertheless, 
the general principle remained intact that rebellion was an offence that pertained to the king and 
his officers.11  Secondly, the act made no distinction between rebellions and other acts of 
collective violence or threatened violence, such as riots or forcible entries.  Cohn distinguishes 
µUHEHOOLRQ¶IURPµULRW¶DQGRWKHUFROOHFWLYHGHPRQVWUDWLRQVRQWKHEDVLVWKDWUHEHOOLRQKDGDFOHDU
                                                          
8
 Cohn, Popular Protest.   
9
 For a general discussion of the legal procedures associated with riots, rebellions, and forcible entry, see J. G. 
Bellamy, Criminal Law and Society in Late Medieval and Tudor England, Gloucester: Alan Sutton, 1984, pp. 10-12, 
15, 54-89. 
10
 PROME, Nov. 1391 parliament, item 27; The Statutes of the Realm, 12 vols, London: Eyre and Strahan, 1810-28, 
15 Richard II, c. 2; E. Powell, Kingship, Law, and Society: Criminal Justice in the Reign of Henry V, Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989, p. 59.  For the changing relationship between urban jurisdictions and commissions of the 
peace, see E. G.LPEDOOµ&RPPLVVLRQVRIWKHSHDFHIRUXUEDQMurisdictions in England, 1327-¶Proceedings of 
the American Philosophical Society, 121, 1977, pp. 448-74. 
11
 See below, pp. ??? 
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political objective, while the other activities did not.12  For the Crown in late medieval England, 
however, such distinctions were immaterial to the way in which rebellion was prosecuted; the 
point at issue was that a group of people had threatened violence, not why it had done so.   
Further legislation from the early fifteenth century continued to treat rebellion as an offence akin 
to riots and property break-ins, and amplified the involvement of royal officeholders and 
institutions in their punishment.  The Riot Act of 1411 proclaimed that if the justices of the 
peace, now also accompanied in their activities by the county sheriff, were unable to discover the 
WUXWKUHJDUGLQJDFWVRIULRWLOOHJDODVVHPEO\RUIRUFHGHQWU\ZLWKLQRQHPRQWKRIWKHHYHQW¶V
occurrence, then they should send a certificate detailing the circumstances of the affair to the 
king and his council, who would then decide how the matter should be addressed.13  A 1414 
statute made royal interference in cases of rebellion even more probable, as it was instituted that 
individuals could sue for a royal commission of justices of the peace and sheriffs to investigate 
riots and rebellions, and that the findings of this commission would be returnable to the royal 
Chancery.14  
The officials and institutions made responsible for investigating rebellions in late 
fourteenth- and early-fifteenth century England²in the first instance, JPs and the county sheriff, 
and, in the second instance, the Chancery, the royal council, and any number of bodies that the 
UR\DOFRXQFLOPLJKWUHTXHVWWRKHDUWKHFDVHVXFKDVWKHFRXUWRI.LQJ¶V%HQFKRUDVSHFLDOO\-
appointed arbitration panel²were not ones to which citizens of English towns typically had 
access.  Most English municipal governments had long-standing civic ordinances, fortified by 
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 Cohn, Popular Protest, pp. 27-8. 
13
 Statutes of the Realm, 13 Henry IV, c. 7; Maddern, Violence and Social Order, p. 174. 
14
 PROME, April 1414 parliament, item 25; Statutes of the Realm, 2 Henry V, c. 8; Powell, Kingship, Law, and 
Society, pp. 171-13URQD\µ7KH&KDQFHOORUWKH&Kancery, and the Council at the end of the fifteenth cHQWXU\¶LQ
H. Hearder and H. R. Loyn (eds), British Government and Administration: Studies Presented to S. B. Chrimes, 
Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 1974, pp. 87-103, at 97-8. 
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clauses in their royal charters, forbidding citizens from suing other citizens in any venue outside 
the town courts, provided that the town court possessed the jurisdictional authority to decide the 
suit.  The penalties for flouting such ordinances were severe: the loss of the franchise in London, 
Southampton, Bristol, and Hull, a fine of 100s. or imprisonment in Coventry, and a fine of £4 in 
Sandwich for members of the civic governments and 40s. for ordinary freemen.15  By the later 
middle ages, civic governments claimed jurisdiction over a wide array of urban activities: they 
held borough courts that decided cases of trespass, affray, and petty debts according to the 
system of royal common law; they presided over piepowder courts that decided disputes 
pertaining to markets and fairs; leading members of urban elites were also often officers of the 
staple courts responsible for determining disagreements between merchants according to law 
merchant; and, in addition, many mayors and aldermanic councils claimed the right to exercise 
equity jurisdiction²namely, to use their personal judgment to determine cases that had no clear 
solution according to either custom or common law.16  There were, consequently, few matters 
that citizens could bring into royal courts without risking the wrath of their municipal governors.  
Moreover, several civic governments, such as Coventry and Beverley, also passed ordinances 
requiring that matters liable to be settled by arbitration be done through the aegis of the mayor 
and aldermen before any outside authorities were approached to serve as umpires.17  These 
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 For Bristol and Southampton, see below, pp. ???.  LMA, COL/CC/01/01/001, f. 68; LLB, K: 363-4; Hull History 
Centre, Hull, C BRE/1/2, f. 14; M. D. Harris (ed.), The Coventry Leet BRRNRU0D\RU¶V5HJLVWHU«, 4 vols in 1, 
London: Early English Text Soc., Original Ser., 134, 135, 138, 146, 1907-13, pp. 194, 281; KHLC, Maidstone, Old 
Black Book of Sandwich, Sa/AC1, f. 26v. 
16
 J. H. Baker, The Oxford History of the Laws of England.  Volume VI, 1483-1558, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003, pp. 303-14, 318; E. E. Rich (ed.), The Staple Court Books of Bristol, Bristol: Bristol Record Soc., 5, 
1934, pp. 29-66, 78-88; P. Tucker, Law Courts and Lawyers in the City of London 1300-1550, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007; M. Bateson, Borough Customs, 2 vols, London: Selden Soc., 18, 1904-6, 2: 59.  
17
 E.g., Coventry Leet Book, pp. 302-3; A. F. Leach (ed.), Beverley Town Documents, London: Selden Soc., 14, 
1900, p. 55.  Urban guilds also passed ordinance requiring that arbitration be performed within the guild and not by 
external legal bodies: G. Rosser, The Art of Solidarity in the Middle Ages: Guilds in England, 1250-1550, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015, pp. 69, 206-7. 
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stringent rHJXODWLRQVFRQFHUQLQJWKHWRZQ¶VPRnopoly of justice were not simply enacted, but 
also enforced.  Citizens in a number of towns lost their franchise, suffered imprisonment, or paid 
significant fines for suing writs at common law or through other jurisdictions.18   
The laws of medieval England may have made rebellion a sort of informal method of 
judicial appeal²a legal loophole allowing citizens to present internal municipal grievances 
before an external audience without inevitably compromising their WRZQ¶VKistoric jurisdictional 
claims, since the right of the Crown and its officials to become involved in incidents that 
threatened public order was rarely contested.  Those who had been removed from municipal 
power or had been punished by those holding it could bring their cases before officers of the 
Crown by claiming that their opponents had obtained power through rebellions.  In a petition to 
the Chancellor, John Shapwyk of Totnes in Devon claimed that on 23 May 1435 John Shiplegh, 
Richard Hogge, HenU\DWWH%HDUH:DOWHU/\JKDDQGRWKHUVµZLWKIRUFHDQGDUPHVLQULRWW\VZ\VH
in maner of insurreccion ensembled with grete confederecy and alyaunce ayenst the pees and 
ODZHRIWKLVODQGH¶DQGIRUFLEO\UHPRYHG6KDSZ\NIURPKLVSRVLWLRQDVPD\RURIWKHWRZQ  In 
alleging that he was deposed from the mayoralty by an armed confederacy µD\HQVWKH.\QJHV
Corone, his lawe, and his dignitee¶6KDSZ\NZDVDEOHWRVHFXUHWKH&KDQFHOORU¶VDWWHQWLRQWRDQ
internal power struggle in the Devon town that would otherwise not have come under Crown 
jurisdiction. 19  Similarly, a conflict within the borough of Liskeard in Cornwall was brought 
before the Chancellor probably because a statement by one of the burgesses, Richard John, 
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 See below, pp. ?; Coventry Leet Book, p. 194; ERALS, BC/II/7/1, ff. 64-v, 74, 77, 79v, 205; TNA, C1/16/20. See 
also, A. P. M. Wright, µ7KHUHODWLRQVEHWZHHQWKHNLQJ¶VJRYHUQPHQWDQGWKH(QJOLVKFLWLHVDQGERURXJKVLQWKH
ILIWHHQWKFHQWXU\¶3K'WKHVLV2[ford University, 1965, p. 142.  A small but increasing number of Londoners, 
however, pursued suits against each other at the Court of Common Pleas without incident: M. F. Stevens, 
µ/RQGRQHUVDQGWKe Court of Common Pleas in the fifteenth cHQWXU\¶LQ0'Dvies and J. A. Galloway (eds), 
London and Beyond: Essays in Honour of Derek Keene, London: London Institute of Historical Research, 2012, pp. 
225-45, at 239-40. 
19
 TNA, C1/19/301. 
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ensured that the deposition of the mayor, John Clement, and his replacement by Richard Vage 
could be classified as a rebellion: Richard John declared that John Colis, John Attewylle, Robert 
0D\5LFKDUG.QROOHDQGDFURZGRIRWKHUµEURNHLQWRWKHKRXVHRIWKH*XLOGKDOORIWKHVDPH
WRZQ¶WRHOHFW9DJH20  It is unknown what the dispute concerned or how it was resolved, but it 
DSSHDUVWKDW5LFKDUG-RKQ¶VSOHDRIUHEHOOLRQGLGSURPSWWKH&URZQWRVHQGDFRPPLVVLRQRI
local landowners to enquire into the matter.21   
It is quite possible, too, that legislation pertaining to rebellions helped to determine not 
only how conflicts were depicted in contemporary written accounts, but also framed the actions 
of the rebels themselves.  In rebelling against a civic government, dissenting citizens, even if 
they did not succeed in unseating their opponents from power or modifying their policies, could 
at least ensure that their grievances were heard by the royal officials before whom rebellions 
were tried.  It is often difficult to tell exactly how external intervention in the aftermath of urban 
rebellions affected municipal politics²records from the sessions of the justices of the peace are 
scantyDQGWKRVHRI&KDQFHU\DQGWKH.LQJ¶V%HQFKWKHYHQXHVLQZKLFKFDVHVRIUHEHOOLRQZHUH
often presented after having been investigated by the JPs, typically preserve documents 
describing the alleged rebellion but not those detailing how the rebellion was punished or how 
the issues involved were resolved.22  Nevertheless, cases such as the Coventry rebellion of 1422, 
with which this essay began, hint that sometimes the intervention of royal officials prompted by 
UHEHOOLRQFRXOGZRUNLQWKHUHEHOV¶IDYRXUThe Coventry rebels were indicted both before 
VHVVLRQVRIWKH&RXUWRIWKH6WHZDUGDQG0DUVKDORIWKH.LQJ¶V+RXVHKROGDVZHOO as before the 
                                                          
20
 71$&µOHKXVHGHO*\OGHKDOOHGHPHVPHOH%XUJKGHEUXVHUHQW¶ 
21
 CPR 1436-41, p. 371. 
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 -%3RVWµ&ULPHLQODWHUPHGLHYDO(QJODQGVRPHKLVWRULRJUDSKLFDOOLPLWDWLRQV¶Continuity and Change, 2, 1987, 
pp. 211-24, at 215-16; Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 22-4, 47-8. 
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&RXUWRI.LQJ¶V%HQFKEXWWKHUHLVQRHYLGHQFHWKDWWKH\ZHUHHYHUDUUHVWHGRUILQHG23  Indeed, 
the involvement of the Crown seems to have facilitated a compromise agreement between the 
civic government of Coventry and its opponents; a new survey of lands in Coventry made in 
February 1423 determined that, while some of the contested lands had, in fact, been lawfully 
enclosed by private individuals, others, such as the Poddycroft itself, were actually common 
pasture and would in future be treated as such.24  In York in 1464 and 1473, tKH&URZQ¶V
involvement in quieting election riots resulted in an out-and-out victory for the rebels: the king 
ordered that the role of craft guilds in electing the mayor be extended, which had apparently been 
the aim of the rebels all along.25   
Historians of medieval English towns typically maintain that outside intervention in civic 
affairs was always XQZDQWHGDQGXVXDOO\GHWULPHQWDOWRWKHWRZQ¶VOLEHUWLHV26  Sometimes, 
undoubtedly, it was.  Rioting in Norwich in 1436 and 1443 provoked the Crown to suspend the 
FLW\¶VOLEHUWLHV, with authority over the city transferred from the mayor to a royally-appointed 
warden, and, in the latter instance, to slap a 1000-mark fine on the city.27  This should not blind 
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 TNA, KB9/935, m. 19. 
24
 Coventry Leet Book, pp. 45-53; Jurkowski, µ/ROODUG\LQ&RYHQWU\¶SS156-7. 
25
 CPR 1461-7, p. 366; T. Rymer (ed.), Foedera&RQYHQWLRQHV/LWHUDH«, 17 vols, London: J. Tonson, 1727, 11: 
529-31; J. ,.HUPRGHµ2EYLRXVREVHUYDWLRQVRQWKHIRUPDWLRQRIROLJDUFKLHVLQODWHPHGieval English tRZQV¶LQ- 
A. F. Thomson (ed.), Towns and Townspeople in the Fifteenth Century, Gloucester: Sutton, 1988, pp. 87-106, at 89; 
(0LOOHUµ0HGLHYDO<RUN: the later middle aJHV¶LQ3 M. Tillott (ed.), Victoria County History: A History of 
Yorkshire: The City of York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961, pp. 25-116, at 71; CPR 1467-77, p. 416; Liddy 
DQG+DHPHUVµ3RSXODUSROLWLFV¶S 
26
 E.g., A. S. Green, Town Life in the Fifteenth Century, 2 vols, London: Macmillan, 1894, 2: 387, 398; Liddy and 
+DHPHUVµ3RSXODUSROLWLFV¶SS-5; and C. M. Barron, London in the Later Middle Ages: Government and 
People 1200-1500, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004, pp. 9-42. 
27
 For the 1433-43 conflicts in Norwich, see Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 175-205; R. L. Storey, The 
End of the House of Lancaster, London: Barrie & Rockliffe, 1966, Appendix III; %50F5HHµ3HDFHPDNLQJDQG
LWVOLPLWVLQODWHPHGLHYDO1RUZLFK¶EHR, 109, 1994, pp. 831-66, at 853-65; LGHPµ7KHPD\RU¶VERG\¶LQ/(
Mitchell, K. L. French, and D. L. Biggs (eds), The Ties that Bind: Essays in Medieval British History in Honor of 
Barbara Hanawalt, Farnham: Ashgate, 2011, pp. 39-53, at 40, 45-52; L. Attreed, 7KH.LQJ¶V7RZQV,Gentity and 
Survival in Late Medieval English Boroughs, New York and Oxford: Lang, 2001, pp. 289-94; W. Hudson and J. C. 
Tingey (eds), The Records of the City of Norwich, 2 vols, Norwich: Jarrold, 1906-10, 1: 114-22, 281-3, 299, 324-56; 
2: 68-71; and Norfolk Record Office, Norwich, Norwich City Records case 8a/10, doc. 1; case 9c/1, /6-9, /12-15; 
case 9d/5; case 16d/1, ff. 5-10v, 13v; case 17b, ff. 67v-73v. 
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us to the fact, however, that VLWXDWLRQVOLNH1RUZLFK¶VVXVSHQVLRQof liberties were unusual, or 
that, for some citizens, involvement of the Crown or other external parties in municipal politics 
may have been welcome and beneficial.28  John Shapwyk of Totnes and Richard John of 
Liskeard actively sought assistance from the Crown in solving local disputes, and by categorising 
the actions of their local opponents as rebellions that they were able to do so without harming 
their tRZQ¶VDQFLHQWFODLPVWRMXULVGLFWLRQV7KHUHEHOOLRQVRIWKHFLWL]HQVRI&RYHQWU\DQG<RUN
may also have been designed to secure the hearing of their grievances by the Crown; certainly, in 
both cases, the involvement of royal officials facilitated the achievement RIWKHUHEHOV¶SROLWLFDO
aims.  It appears, then, that rebellion, and the involvement of the Crown in urban politics that it 
occasioned, was not always a threat to municipal independence but could be a savvy legal 
manoeuvre for disaffected residents of towns.29   
 
Rebellions, Law Suits, and Legal Change: c. 1440-60 
 
Legal practice in later medieval England, however, was not a set of stationary structures, but 
evolved to meet the needs of litigants and the Crown.  Such alterations in the legal make-up of 
medieval England also occasioned considerable changes in frequency and usage of urban 
rebellion, suggesting that it was, indeed, an activity closely linked with the pursuit of grievances 
through legal means.  Here, we will present a case study of the period 1440 to 1460 to show how 
changes in the enforcement and administration of the law could affect the manner in which 
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 6HHWKHFRPPHQWVLQ:ULJKWµ*RYHUQPHQWDQGFLWLHV¶SSLY-v, 60-7. 
29
 For similar observations regarding the involvement of French royal officials in settling seigneurial wars, see 
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English townspeople chose to resist their civic governments.  This era was a time of notoriously 
weak kingship, encompassing the minority of Henry VI and his incompetent adult rule, and yet 
witnessed fewer documented revolts against urban authorities than are found for either the 
fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries or even WKHSHULRGRI<RUNLVWDQG7XGRUµ1HZ0RQDUFK\¶
in 1460-1525.  Most striking is the fact that, while numerous rebellions are recorded against 
XUEDQJRYHUQPHQWVGXULQJDQGLPPHGLDWHO\EHIRUH3HDVDQWV¶5HYROWRIWKH\HDUV
surrounding Jack Cade Revolt of 1450 did not see the same boom in collective violent resistance 
against municipal elites.30  Coinciding with this lull in rebellions against civic governments was 
a number of high-profile law suits made by citizens outside the town courts.31  These law suits 
were not weaker forms of resistance than rebellion, but constituted significant challenges to the 
power of the urban governments targeted.  That aggrieved citizens chose to challenge civic 
officers through this means, and not through the rebellions they employed in the previous and 
succeeding periods, was intimately connected to changes in the operation of English law at both 
central and local levels.  The widespread implementation of urban officers as justices of the 
peace and sheriffs ex officio rendered rebellions less efficacious a means of appealing to external 
authorities, and the rise in legal petitions brought before the royal Chancellor made law suits 
brought against municipal officers a more serious political threat.   
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 (+DUWULFKµ7RZQFURZQDQGXUEDQV\VWHPWKHSRVLWLRQRIWRZQVLQWKH(Qglish polity, 1413-¶3K'WKHVLV
Oxford University, 2014, pp. 90-101, 159-73, 182-201, 214-29, 245-8, 267-86, 290-309; Cohn, Popular Protest, pp. 
99-111, 312-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risings in York, Beverley and Scarborough, 1380-¶LQ5 H. Hilton and T. H. Aston (eds), The English Rising 
of 1381, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984, pp. 112-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rHYROWRI¶, in ibid., pp. 84-&'/LGG\µ8UEDQFonflict in late fourteenth-century England: the case of 
York in 1380-¶EHR, 118, 2003, pp. 1-32LGHPµ8UEDQHQFORVXUHULRWV¶SS-/LGG\DQG+DHPHUVµ3RSXODU
SROLWLFV¶SS-805.  Also, see below, pp. ? 
31
 See below, pp. ?.   
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Justices of the Peace and Sheriffs 
From the late fourteenth century, the English Crown increasingly let urban officials perform 
peacekeeping duties within their own towns.  Before, sheriffs and justices of the peace were 
appointed for each county, and would have jurisdiction over the towns within that county.  
Between 1373 and 1414, eleven English towns (Bristol, Southampton, York, Gloucester, 
Coventry, Hereford, Nottingham, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Norwich, Lincoln, and Scarborough) 
received royal charters removing them from the remit of the county peace commission and 
allowing mayors, aldermen, recorders, and other municipal officers to become justices of the 
peace for their towns ex officio; five of these towns (Bristol, York, Newcastle, Norwich, and 
Lincoln) were also incorporated into free-VWDQGLQJFRXQWLHVZLWKWKHWRZQ¶VHOHFWHGEDLOLIIV
turned into sheriffs.32   
As noted earlier, one of the defining characteristics of rebellion as a form of resistance 
was that it immediately entailed the intervention of outside officials in internal disputes through 
the deployment of justices of the peace and sheriffs.  When mayors, aldermen, bailiffs, and other 
urban officials became justices of the peace and sheriffs themselves, they inherited the role of 
investigating and adjudicating rebellions in the town on behalf of the Crown, compromising one 
of the primary purpose of rebellions in the first place, which was to bypass the civic government 
and secure the involvement of neutral arbiters.  Now, in many towns, municipal officers were, in 
effect, charged with investigating and punishing rebellions mounted against themselves.  This 
                                                          
32
 M. Weinbaum (ed.), British Borough Charters, 1307-1660, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1943, pp. 
38-9, 42, 48, 52, 72, 84, 89, 91, 116, 131, 132; CChR, 5: 336, 372, 380, 383, 398, 422-3, 473; N. D. Harding (ed.), 
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80-1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English Towns: Bristol, York and the Crown, 1350-1400, Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005, pp. 190-212. 
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effect was probably not merely a convenient byproduct of the grants of new powers, but part of 
the reason that civic governments sought such grants in the first place.  The first charter to give 
JP and shrieval jurisdiction to urban authorities, that of Bristol in 1373, was explicit that the new 
new grants should deposit power over rebellious burgesses solely in the hands of the mayor, 
sheriff, and their fellow civic officers; it even made special mention of the fact that they were to 
have jurisdiction over disturbances occurring at elections.33  In Bristol, at least, the acquisition of 
new peacekeeping offices by the civic government seems to have been effective in quelling 
internal rebellions; the town had been the scene of uprisings against municipal elites in 1312-16, 
1347, and 1363, but witnessed remarkably few thereafter.34  Newcastle also remained relatively 
free from internal rebellions after its 1404 charter giving JP and shrieval powers to its civic 
officers.35  Even York, often seen as the posterchild for medieval urban revolt, saw far fewer 
rebellions against its civic officers in the fifty-odd years following the 1393 and 1396 charters 
that turned its civic officers into JPs and sheriffs than it had done in the fourteenth century (with 
major election riots in 1365 and 1380) and would do in the later fifteenth and early sixteenth 
centuries (with rebellions in 1464, 1471, 1473, 1480, 1482, 1484, 1486, 1489, 1492, 1494, and 
1504).36  The disorder that plagued Norwich throughout the early fifteenth century seems to have 
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 Bristol Charters 1155-1373, pp. 136-9. 
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 Cohn, Popular Protest, pp. 43, 116-17, 130-43, 187.  
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 The recorded rebellions against municipal officials in Newcastle-upon-Tyne in 1341 and 1364: Cohn, Popular 
Protest, pp. 190, 319. 
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 Cohn, Popular ProtestS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been the exception, rather than the rule, when it came to the towns whose civic governments had 
received new peacekeeping powers in 1373-1414.37 
This policy for delegation of JP and shrieval jurisdiction to civic officials reappeared, at 
an accelerated pace, in the mid-fifteenth century.  In the twelve years between 1439 and 1451, a 
further thirteen towns (Windsor, Plymouth, Hull, Winchester, London, Shrewsbury, Bridgnorth, 
Derby, Ipswich, Bath, Colchester, Canterbury, and Chichester) granted the right to have their 
civic officers serve as JPs  and four towns (Hull, Southampton, Nottingham, and Coventry) 
transformed into counties with their own elected sheriffs.38  This cluster of grants gave a number 
of civic governments whose officers had previously had no permanent role in peacekeeping a 
position ex officio as prosecutors of internal rebellions.  Furthermore, in London, where civic 
officers had already acted as sheriffs, they were now also made JPs, and in Southampton and 
Coventry, where civic officers were already JPs, they were now also sheriffs.  In these three 
towns, therefore, the possibility of any external official being involved in the identification and 
punishment of revolt in the first instance became especially remote, since both the main types of 
offices typically involved in these procedures were now held by members of the municipal 
government.   
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 For Norwich, see above, pp. ?, as well as Records of the City of Norwich, 1: 66-113; McReeµ0D\RU¶VERG\¶SS
40-LGHPµ3HDFHPDNLQJDQGLWVOLPLWV¶SS-52; Maddern, Violence and Social Order, pp. 179-80; Attreed, 
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Contemporaries were very much aware of these changes to the legal powers of their civic 
officers and of their potential significance.  Indeed, one of the few urban rebellions to occur in 
the mid-fifteenth century, that of Ralph Holland and the London artisans against WKDWFLW\¶V 
JRYHUQPHQWZDVLQSURWHVWDJDLQVWWKHLPPLQHQWWUDQVIRUPDWLRQE\UR\DOFKDUWHURI/RQGRQ¶V
mayor, aldermen, and recorder into justices of the peace in 1444.39  When looked at in this light, 
the Holland rebellion may be seen, in part, as a last-gasp attempt to use urban rebellion as a 
device for securing royal intervention, before its purpose as such disappeared with the bestowal 
RI-3MXULVGLFWLRQRQ/RQGRQ¶VOHDGLQJFLYLFRIILFHUV  In Coventry, the acquisition of shrieval 
SRZHUVE\WKHWRZQ¶s bailiffs was also DPDWWHUIRUSXEOLFFRPPHQW7KHWRZQ¶VFKDUWHURI
which also transformed Coventry into a county and added a number of neighbouring hamlets to 
WKHWRZQ¶VMXULVGLFWLRQwas noted in civic chronicles and municipal government records chiefly 
for WKHIDFWWKDWLWµPDGHWKHED\O\VRI&RYHQWUHVFKHUHIV¶.40  Moreover, the new jurisdiction 
JLYHQWR&RYHQWU\¶VRIILFHUVZDV, as in 1373 in Bristol, associated with a decline in rebellion.  
Immediately after WUDQVIRUPLQJ&RYHQWU\¶VEDLOLIIVLQWRVKHULIIV during his 1451 visit to the town, 
+HQU\9,DOOHJHGO\VDLGµwe charge you withe our pease among you to be kepte; and that ye 
suffer no Ryottes, Conventiculs ne congregasions of lewde pepull among you¶41  Coventry was 
historically a hotbed for discontent, and witnessed rebellions against the civic government in 
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 LMA, COL/CC/01/01/004, ff. 4v, 7v, 8v, 9v-10; C. M. Barron, µ5DOSK+ROODQGDQGWKH/RQGRQUadicals, 1438-
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1351, 1378, 1384, 1390, and 1422, and again in 1469, 1481, 1489, 1494, and 1495.42  It is 
SHUKDSVQRFRLQFLGHQFHWKDWWKHWZRODFXQDLQUHYROWVDJDLQVW&RYHQWU\¶VFLYLFJRYHUQPHQW
occurred in the yeaUVIROORZLQJWKHJUDQWRI-3MXULVGLFWLRQWRWKHWRZQ¶VRIILFHUVLQDQGLQ
WKRVHIROORZLQJWKHJUDQWRIVKULHYDOMXULVGLFWLRQWRWKHWRZQ¶VEDLOLIIVLQThe one rebellion 
DJDLQVW&RYHQWU\¶VFLYLFJRYHUQPHQWWKDWGLGRFFXULQWKH\HDUVDIWHU1399, that of 1422 with 
which this essay began, was notable for the fact that it appears to have been prosecuted in the 
first instance not by the mayor and councillors as JPs, but by the county sheriff: the judicial 
sessions in which the rebels were indicted took place not in Coventry, but in Warwick, the 
µFRXQW\WRZQ¶IRU:DUZLFNVKLUHDnd the presenting jurors were also not from Coventry.43  Once 
the 1451 charter had divorced Coventry from the county of Warwickshire and its sheriff, the 
means by which the UHEHOOLRQKDGUHDFKHGWKHMXGJPHQWRIWKHNLQJ¶VFRXUWVZHUHQRZ
closed off.   
 
Chancery 
The paucity of urban rebellions in 1440-60, however, was not due purely to the fact that rebellion 
was no longer capable of fulfilling some of its earlier functions.  It was also because 
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unauthorised law suits outside the town courts had become more potent and effective means of 
defying civic authority.  As shown above, citizens were forbidden from entering law suits against 
other citizens in law courts other than those run by civic government officials.44  This right to 
PRQRSRO\RYHUFLWL]HQV¶OLWLJDWLRQZDVKLJKO\SUL]HGE\PXQLFLSDOJRYHUQPHQWVDQGFORVHO\
guarded; it was, in part, to evade these restrictions that town residents turned to rebellion as a 
means of expressing their grievances to an outside authority.  The expansion of the royal 
Chancery as a court of equity, however, was beginning to erode the control that civic 
governments exercised over law suits between citizens.  Since the late fourteenth century or 
earlier, litigants who believed that their cases did not fit within the formulaic legal writs available 
through the English common law began to petition the Chancellor for legal redress.  From the 
1430s, however, the business before the court of Chancery expanded considerably.  Although, 
over time, the court of Chancery began to specialise in cases involving alien merchants or 
informal land transfers, in theory, its remit was limitless.  Also, part of the role of Chancery was 
to supervise the dispensation of justice in other courts in the realm; those convicted in local 
courts or arrested by local authorities could sue Chancery for writs requiring that the defendant 
be released and the records of the case reviewed by the Chancellor.45  The rise of Chancery as a 
court of equity and as a supervisory court therefore threatened the claims of town courts, 
presided over by the leading urban officers, to exercise a monopoly on litigation between 
citizens, and also subjected the decisions made by civic officers to scrutiny from above.   
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The increase in legal business before Chancery in the 1430s and 1440s not only brought 
more opportunities for citizens to sue outside the town courts and, in particular, to sue the 
mayors, aldermen, and officers of their municipality, but also heightened the dramatic impact 
that such suits would have.  City governments, themselves expanding their jurisdictional powers 
in the mid-fifteenth century through the acquisition of JP and shrieval powers for their members 
and a number of other legal privileges, found the development of Chancery jurisdiction highly 
threatening, especially as it was in its early stages and there were as yet no clear institutionalised 
limits to its scope.   Consequently, suits outside the town courts, and especially to Chancery, in 
the mid-fifteenth century were an extremely effective way of incensing municipal officers and 
challenging their power.  That external law suits were a sensitive subject for civic governments 
can be seen from spike in the number of urban ordinances passed in these years forbidding 
citizens from suing other citizens in outside courts: Coventry passed ordinances to this effect in 
1455, 1456, and 1457; Dublin in 1452 and 1460; London in 1454; Sandwich in 1435; and Hull in 
the 1440s.46  It is also perhaps no coincidence that many of these civic governments had also 
UHFHQWO\DFTXLUHG-3DQGVKULHYDOSRZHUV&RYHQWU\¶VEDLOLIIVKDGEHHQPDGHVKHULIIVLQ
/RQGRQ¶VPD\RUand aldermen JPs in 1444DQG+XOO¶VEDLOLIIVKDGEHFRPHVKHULIIVDQGLWVPD\RU
DQGDOGHUPHQ-3VE\DFKDUWHUZKLOH'XEOLQ¶VPD\RUDQGFRXQFLOORUVKDGVHUYHGDV-3V
since 1420.47  Marjorie McIntosh noted a similar correlation in the manor of Havering in Essex: 
writs of error sued by residents of the manor against their local officials increased with the rise of 
&KDQFHU\DVDFRXUWRIHTXLW\DQGLQWKHDIWHUPDWKRIWKHPDQRU¶VDFTXLVLWLRQRIWKHULJKWWRHOHFW
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its own JPs in 1465.48  That ordinances against external law suits followed fairly closely upon the 
DXJPHQWDWLRQRIWKHPXQLFLSDOJRYHUQPHQW¶VSHDFHNHHSLQJSRZHUVLQ&RYHQWU\/RQGRQDQG
Hull suggests that the two phenomena²an increase in suits to outside courts and the decreasing 
probability that rebellion would secure an outside audience²were, indeed, connected.   
Such a suggestion is strengthened when we consider that the most serious conflict to 
RFFXUDPRQJ,SVZLFK¶VFLWL]HQVLQWKLVSHULRGZDVRFFDVLRQHGE\DQXQDXWKRULVHGH[WHUQDOODZ
suit made by William Heede and William Ridout in 1455.  On 8 September, they were 
VXPPRQHGEHIRUHWKHEDLOLIIVRIWKHWRZQWRµshew cause whie they should not be disfranchised 
for suing John Caldwell, a free Burgess of this Towne, out of the liberty of this Towne, unjustly 
and contrary to the Charter of King John¶49  This was the first of a number of very public 
quarrels between Heede and Ridout, on the one hand, and the Ipswich civic government, on 
other, during 1455-6.50  That +HHGHDQG5LGRXW¶Vlaw suit was regarded as a significant threat to 
the corporation of Ipswich is apparent from the fact that the men were accused of contesting the 
OLEHUWLHVJUDQWHGE\.LQJ-RKQ¶VFKDUWHURIWRWKe town²one that has been lauded as the 
first in England to outline structures of communal urban government in any detail, and even 
described as an important step in the advance of democracy.51  Also of particular interest is the 
fact that Ipswich had received a charter in 1446 turnings its civic officers into JPs, and the target 
RI+HHGHDQG5LGRXW¶VVXLW-RKQ&DOGZHOOZDVRQHRIWKHWRZQ¶VEDLOLIIVWKHOHDGLQJRIILFHUVRI
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Ipswich) in that year and acted as JP for the town in 1449-60.52  In suing Caldwell, therefore, 
Heede and Ridout were able to direct grievances against a person who would have been difficult 
to target through rebellion, since he would have been among those acting as their judge in the 
first instance.   
 
Resistance by Law Suit: Some Prominent Examples 
At first glance, law suits outside the town courts and rebellions seem to be actions with little in 
common.  The one was a formal legal process entered into by private individuals, citing specific 
grievances against other named individuals, and the latter an illicit assembly of people who 
threatened violence against formally constituted authorities.  Even the revisionist historiography 
of rebellion, which has demonstrated that rebellion was an integrated component of medieval 
political life rather than a perversion of it, maintains that rebellion was still different from other 
means of positing grievances against civic governments: it was more threatening, more public, 
and more political.  Law suits and other expressions of complaint were either preludes to 
rebellion, less combative or less dangerous alternatives to rebellion, or options to be pursued by 
people who did not have the institutional resources to undertake a full-scale rebellion.53   
This distinction, however, does not appear to have been present in late medieval England.  
Patrick Lantschner writes that in Italian and Low Countries cities of the later middle ages, 
residents of cities featuring a large number of intermediate associational groups tended to pursue 
grievances against their civic government through rebellion, while those who lived in cities 
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where guild and parish resources were less accessible tended to make complaints or express 
resistance through other means.54  Citizens of individual English towns, however, used both 
rebellion and law suits to contest civic authority, as the situation dictated.  Indeed, it was far from 
uncommon for one man to posit grievances against municipal government through several 
different means.  William Chetill was fined 2s. for his participation in a 1423 election riot against 
WKHJRYHUQRUVRI%HYHUOH\ZKLOHLQKHIHOODIRXORI%HYHUOH\¶VFLYLFJRYHUQPHQWIRU
entering a law suit against a fellow citizen in an external court, this time paying a fine of 6s. 8d. 
for his misdeed.55  John Payn of Southampton, together with his son-in-law Thomas White, sued 
WKHOHDGLQJPHPEHUVRI6RXWKDPSWRQ¶VFLYLFJRYHUQPHQWRXWVLGHWKHWRZQFRXUWVRQDQXPEHURI
occasions in the mid-fifteenth century and led a successful rebellion at the mayoral election of 
1460.56  7KHUHLVOLWWOHGHWDLORQZKDWPRWLYDWHG&KHWLOO¶VDFWLRQVEXWLQWKHFDVHRI:KLWHDQG
Payn, it does not appear that their aims had changed significantly between 1449 and 1460²on 
both occasions, they sought to remove a faction from power in Southampton that accommodated 
the interests of Italian merchants trading within the town.  In the 1440s and 1450s, it was simply 
more expedient, more effective, and more dramatic to channel grievances through law suits than 
through rebellion. 
Two Chancery petitions from this period²the first brought by Henry May of Bristol and 
the second by John Payn and Thomas White of Southampton²will demonstrate, moreover, that 
unauthorised law suits made outside the borough courts, too,  could be suitable vehicles for 
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addressing issues of public interest.  These were both long-running disputes²+HQU\0D\¶V
concerning the higher fees charged for Anglo-Irishmen to become freemen of Bristol, and Payn 
DQG:KLWH¶VFRQWHVWLQJWKHSRZHURIDIDFWLRQLQ6RXWKDPSWRQWKDWORRNHGNLQGO\XSRQWKH
presence of Italian merchants there.57  In 1460, their resistance would take on more obviously 
µUHEHOOLRXV¶forms²May supported Henry VI when the Bristol civic government lent military aid 
to the Yorkists during the early dynastic battles of the Wars of the Roses, while Payn and White 
led a successful rebellion at the 1460 Southampton mayoral election.58  But, in 1455-6 and 1448-
9, respectively, these tensions were playing out in law courts.  The legal battles that ensued, 
however, were not just petty private quarrels that would serve as preludes to more meaningful 
and more public rebellions, but were constitutionally significant struggles that represented the 
interests of substantial groups of citizens and challenged the very essence of urban authority. 
In late 0D\LQFHQVHGDWWKHH[RUELWDQWVXPWKDW%ULVWRO¶Vcivic government 
required that his brother pay for admission to the franchise, entered a petition in Chancery 
against the WRZQ¶Vmayor and chamberlains.  0D\¶VSHWLWLRQZDVFOHDUO\UHJDUGHGDVDVHULRXV
threat by the civic government Bristol, and prompted harsh reprisals.  May and four men µWRK\P
ZHOOZ\OO\QJ¶ZHUe removed from the freedom of the town.59  %ULVWRO¶VOHDGLQJPXQLFLSDO
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officers also sought to implement an act of parliament legitimating the action they had taken 
against May and other Anglo-Irish residents of Bristol.  7KHHIIRUWVRI%ULVWRO¶VFLYLFRIILcers in 
parliament were countered not through a collective demonstration, but through an²apparently 
successful²attempt by Anglo-Irish Bristolians to lobby parliament to defeat the proposed 
legislation.  Moreover, May sued a further petition against Bristol¶s civic government in 
Chancery.  It was, in form, a private law suit concerning the unjust removal of May and his 
colleagues from the franchise, but it was also culmination of a larger campaign made by the 
Anglo-Irish residents of Bristol to contest their exclusion from the civic political arena.  That this 
law suit was viewed as a substantial challenge to municipal authority is apparent from the 
impassioned replication to it submitted by the mayor and chamberlains, in which they asserted 
that the civic government had sole right to determine who and who was not a member of its 
franchise, without external interference.  7KH\DOVRGHFODUHGSURXGO\WKDWµWKHWRZQHRI%ULVWRZH
ys and of the tyme that no mynde ys hath ben and be burgh Corporat¶DQGWKHQVHWRXWWKHIXOO
WHUPVRIWKHFKDUWHUWKDWKDGµPDGHWKHVDLGWRZQHD&RXQWHDQGDVKLUHE\KLWVHOIDQGD
VKHU\IWREHRIWKHVDPH¶60  This sally was but the first in a lengthy series of law suits, lasting 
until 1458, in which May and the civic government debated who had control over admissions to 
WKHWRZQ¶VIUDQFKLVHDQGZKDWUXOHVVKRXOGJRYHUQLWVPHPEHUVKLS.61     
0D\¶V&KDQFHU\VXLWZDVone of several made by Bristol citizens during the first half of 
the 1450s alleging gross mLVFRQGXFWE\WKHWRZQ¶Vofficials.  Agnes Knight claimed that John 
-RFH%ULVWRO¶VFRPPRQFOHUNin retaliation for a law suit that her son had made against him in 
WKHNLQJ¶VFRXUWVhad seized £40-worth of goods from her home; Knight wrote that because Joce 
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KHOGDSRVLWLRQLQWKH%ULVWROFLYLFJRYHUQPHQWKHµhath so grete rule and power there that he 
may overawe whom hym list in right DQGZURQJH¶.62  Thomas Broun also complained that he had 
been persecuted at law and physically threatened by Joce and Bristol councillors Richard 
Alberton and William Spencer.63  Around the same time, Thomas Pratant petitioned that the 
sheriff of Bristol, Thomas Balle, had seized £360 from his home, and that when Pratant went to 
London to sue for a remedy, Balle ransacked PrataQW¶VKRXVH and inspired such fear in 3UDWDQW¶V
pregnant wife that she died3UDWDQWDOVRFODLPHGWKDW%DOOHµEH\QJ Sheryf of the said Toune by 
divers fayned and untrue meanes vexed youre said beseecher¶DQGKDGXQODZIXOO\LPSULVRQHG
him.64  What became of Balle remains a mystery, but in November 1455, coinciding nearly 
H[DFWO\ZLWK0D\¶VVXLW, Joce was dismissed from his office as town clerk and forbidden from 
SOHDGLQJEHIRUHWKHWRZQFRXUWVWKHOLWLJDQWV¶SULYDWHVXLWVDSSHDUWRKDYHDFKLHYHGDFRQFUHWH
political result.65  (DFKRIWKHVH&KDQFHU\VXLWVZLWKWKHH[FHSWLRQRI0D\¶VDOOHJHGSXUHO\
SHUVRQDOJULHYDQFHVEXWFROOHFWLYHO\WKH\IRUPHGDVLJQLILFDQWRIIHQVLYHDJDLQVW%ULVWRO¶V
political elite in the early-mid 1450s.  0D\¶VODZVXLWZDVEXWWKHculmination of larger political 
movement against the Bristol civic government, pursued through a series of controversial law 
suits in Chancery rather than through the medium of rebellion. 
The suit lodged by John Payn and Thomas White against the civic government of 
Southampton in the late 1440s certainly reinforces the impression that Chancery was the most 
dramatic venue for contesting urban power in this period.  White had been stripped of his 
franchise on account of the many law suits he had brought againVW6RXWKDPSWRQ¶VFLYLFRIILFHrs 
in Chancery as well as the CoXUWVRI.LQJ¶V%HQFKDQG&RPPRQ3OHDVIn an attempt to overturn 
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WKHFLYLFJRYHUQPHQW¶VGHFLVLRQ:KLWHVXEPLWWHG\HWDQRWKHUVXLWLQ&KDQFHU\LQZKLFKKH
contended that his previous suits were necessary because John Fleming, former mayor and now 
recorder of SouthamptonµFDOOHWKKLPVHOI DPDQOHUQHGLQWKHODZHZKHUH«KHLVQRQH¶DQGXVHG
his pretended expertise in the law to imprison and distrain those residing in Southampton 
unjustly until they obeyed his will.  White also accused Fleming, when he was mayor of 
Southampton, of refusing to comply with any writs issued from Chancery and other royal law 
courts for the review of cases tried before WKHWRZQ¶VFRXUWV.66  Fleming responded that White 
and his father-in-law, John Payn, had obtained their Chancery writs maliciously as a way of 
delaying the course of justice and intimidating the residents of Southampton.67   
This debate over Chancery writs was far from technical, but struck at the heart of 
constitutional politics in Southampton.  IQ:KLWHDQG3D\Q¶VUHVSRQVHWR)OHPLQJ¶VGHIHQFH
:KLWHSURFODLPHGWKDWKHKDGQHYHUµRIIHQGHGD\HQVWKH&RPXQHZHOHRIWKHVDLGHWRZQH¶68  
This is one of the earliest usages of the tHUPµFRPPRQZHDO¶LQYHUQDFXODU(QJOLVK²a phrase 
that would become increasingly important in English national politics from 1459 onwards, as 
warring dynastic parties in the Wars of the Roses fought to prove that they, and not their 
opponents, represented the good of the realm.69  That the term was found in an urban Chancery 
suit in the late 1440s, and not in complaints issued by rebels against a civic government, is 
indicative of the shift in patterns of resistance in municipal politics taking place in the mid-
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fifteenth century.  It is also important to note that White and Payn cited not only their own 
personal grievances in their suit against Fleming, but also those of a wider group of citizens.  
They complained of miscarriages of justice committed against John Clement and John Meke, 
who were not parties to the suit.  More broadly, White and Payn asserted that Fleming had 
µHQSUHVVHWKWKHNLQJ¶VSHRSOH«DQGHQSULVRQHWKPHQ\DQGG\YHUVRIWKHNLQJ¶VOLHJHV and other 
straungers till thei make grement with hym afWHUKLVHQWHQW¶.70  White and Payn concluded their 
VHFRQGSHWLWLRQWRWKH&KDQFHU\E\UHTXHVWLQJWKDWWKHZULWVEHVHQWWRµFHUWH\QHQRWDEOe 
SHUVRQHV¶WRH[DPLQHthe people of Southampton not only regarding FlemiQJ¶VFRQGXFWWRZDUGV
White and Payn, but also concerning µDOORWKHU,QLXULHVGRQE\WKHVDLGHIIOHP\QJWRHQ\SHUVRQH
DVZHOHZLWK\QWKHWRZQHRI6RXWKDPSWRQDVZLWKRXWH¶71   
They appear to have been successful in their aim: in 1448, the Crown appointed a 
commission of local country gentlemen²not citizens of Southampton²to enquire into 
µextortions, oppressions, maintenances and other misdeeds committed by John Flemyng of 
Southampton¶72  Such an outcome would have been unlikely had White and Payn organised a 
rebellion to pursue their grievances.  Fleming and his fellow members of the Southampton civic 
government acted as JPs for the town, and, since a charter granted in 1447, the bailiffs of 
Southampton, FlemiQJ¶VFROOHDJXHVRQWKHWRZQFRXQFLODFWHGDVVKHULIIV73  Consequently, all 
but the most serious rebellions in the town would have been judged by FlemiQJ¶VFLUFOH, and 
would not have elicited the intervention of outside parties who may have investigated FlemiQJ¶V
alleged misconduct.   
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The Chancery suits of May, White, and Payn were not second-rate acts of resistance; they 
were well calculated to enrage civic governments much occupied both with extending their own 
judicial powers and with fighting off the threats that expanded business before royal equity 
courts posed to their claims for exclusive jurisdiction within the town.  Though they took the 
form of private grievances, they represented the interests of larger segments of the community 
who wished to curb abuses committed by municipal elites and strike a blow at their pretensions 
to hold absolute power within the town.  These law suits possibly constitute only the tip of the 
iceberg of politically-charged external law suits made in the mid-fifteenth century.  The cases of 
May and of White and Payn are recorded in unusual detail, but other law suits from this period 
which have not left such an extensive paper trail, such as that of Heede and Ridout against the 
bailiff of Ipswich, inspired similar ire from the urban governments against which they were 
directed, suggesting that they, too, may have been collective and public challenges to municipal 
authority.74 
Changes in the administration of royal and local law in the mid-fifteenth century had 
enhanced the profile of law suits as a means of contesting urban authority and reduced the 
efficacy of rebellion as a legal device.  This shift, however, was not a permanent one.  From 
1460, recorded rebellions against civic governments would increase.  It has already been shown 
that in the years following 1460 the citizens of York and Coventry resumed a tradition of 
rebellion against their civic governments that had been in abeyance in the 1430s-50s, and in this 
a number of other towns followed suit.75 There are many factors that may have contributed to 
this change: the advent of dynastic civil war may have encouraged those dissatisfied with urban 
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government to express their frustrations through violence and insults rather than law suits; the 
stronger presence of the Crown in the provinces and the infiltration of royal servants into urban 
government may have increased the possibility of an external audience to urban revolt; or the 
gradual acceptance by urban governments of an institutionalised court of Chancery may have 
blunted the dramatic impact of an unauthorised external law suit.76  One factor, though, was 
certainly the new legislation passed during the reign of Henry VII that limited the role of sheriffs 
and JPs in the prosecution of riots, thereby restoring rebellion as a useful device for ensuring that 
grievances would be presented before outside authorities even in towns in which municipal 
officers served as commissioners of the peace.77  Groups and individuals who wished to pursue 
grievances against municipal governments in later medieval England took account of such 
changes to institutions, policies, and jurisdictions, and chose the method of attack that was likely 
to be most effective in the new legal environment within which they found themselves.  
 
Conclusion  
 
Rebellion was, undoubtedly, a menace to English municipal governments and a means well-
suited for the expression of collective political grievances.  Crowds of people changed the course 
of civic elections by barging into guildhalls from which they had been barred, tore down hedges 
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to protest the private use of public lands, and forcibly released prisoners from the town gaol.  Its 
frequency in English towns, however, can also be explained by its usefulness as a legal device.  
The Bristol, Southampton, and Ipswich law suits of the 1450s demonstrate why, during certain 
periods of the fifteenth century, rebellion may have been an attractive option for English 
townspeople.  The rebellions in Coventry, Totnes, and Liskeard mentioned earlier in this chapter 
were described in contemporary documents as subversions RIWKHNLQJ¶VSHDFHDQGDVDFWLRQV
detrimental to the ordinances and customs of the towns concerned, but, unlike the law suits 
outside the town courts made by May, Heede, and Ridout, they were not described as 
fundamental violations of the jurisdictional privileges that had been granted to the town by royal 
charter.78  The very factors that often make rebellions seem the most dangerous and most public 
form of urban protest²the presence of an illicit assembly that committed or threatened 
violence²were also those that allowed the grievances of townspeople to be presented before 
RXWVLGHDXWKRULWLHVLQZD\VWKDWGLGQRWWKUHDWHQWKHFRUSRUDWLRQ¶VKLVWRULFOHJDOFODLPV
Therefore, when English townspeople rebelled against their municipal officers, it is not 
neceVVDULO\WKHFDVHWKDWWKHLUDQJHUKDGUHDFKHGLWVKLJKHVWSLWFKRUWKDWRWKHUPRUHµSHDFHIXO¶
avenues for resolution had been exhausted, but also that they wished to have access to the 
judicial venues through which rebellion was investigated and prosecuted.   
This is not to say that rebellion performed these same functions throughout medieval 
Europe, or even throughout medieval England.  What this essay has sought to demonstrate is that 
rebellion was the product of the legal systems under which its perpetrators lived, and changed in 
format and purpose according alongside changes in legislation and legal practice.  As Patrick 
Lantschner has shown, different jurisdictional configurations in different societies produced 
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different repertoires of resistance.79  In the cases explored by Lantschner, the utility of rebellion 
was determined largely by the presence (or lack thereof) of smaller associational units within the 
city, but in England the situation was rather more complex, as the means through which 
discontented citizens protested the actions of civic governments was moulded not only by the 
jurisdictional balance-of-power within the town itself but also by the dictates of an ever-evolving 
central legal system operated by a powerful monarchy.  The peculiar role that rebellion occupied 
LQ(QJOLVKWRZQVIRUPXFKRIWKHILIWHHQWKFHQWXU\DVDµVDIHU¶PHDQVRIVHFXULQJDQRXWVLGH
hearing for internal complaints, was born from the jurisdictional claims, sometimes competing 
and sometimes complementary, made by the authorities under which they lived²the municipal 
government and the Crown, further complicated in some instances by the presence of a noble or 
ecclesiastic as the immediate overlord of a town.  Rebellion, in allowing urban disputes to appear 
before royal or other courts without inevitably compromising the rights of civic governments to 
H[HUFLVHDPRQRSRO\RYHUFLWL]HQV¶OLWLJDWLRQZDVDPHDQVIRUWRZQVSHRSOHWRQDYLJDWHWKLV
complicated jurisdictional set-up.   
Even elsewhere within England, rebellion probably took on a different meaning than it 
did for townspeople, since those who did not live in towns were also operating within different 
legal frameworks.  For English aristocrats and gentry, for example, law suits and external 
arbitration were means of jockeying for power, but not really of resisting it.80  Unhindered by 
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municipal prohibitions on the use of outside jurisdictions, free people with a certain degree of 
financial wherewithal could use whichever legal mechanisms they liked, whether royal, 
ecclesiastical, or equitable, to assert their claims in local society.  The act of making a suit in 
court, therefore, was not in itself a defiance of another jurisdictional authority to which they were 
subject.  Rebellion among the aristocratic classes, therefore, was less likely to be a purely legal 
manoeuvre, since they had access to a full range of legal venues already.  Conversely, for the 
unfree peasant in medieval England, the law suit was perhaps the weapon of resistance par 
excellence.  Serfs were not permLWWHGWRVXHLQFRXUWVRXWVLGHWKHLUORUG¶VMXULVGLFWLRQZLWKRXW
permission, and the act of doing so was essentially a declaration that the serf concerned was a 
IUHHPDQQRWVXEMHFWWRKLVORUG¶VFRQWURO81  Indeed, for unfree peasants in fourteenth-century 
England, rebellion and external law suits often went hand-in-hand, as twinned methods for 
contesting seigneurial authority.82  
Because rebellion in later medieval Europe, therefore, was conditioned by and derived its 
meaning from jurisdictional relationships between larger polities and their constituent parts, it 
should not be taken IRUJUDQWHGWKDWµUHEHOOLRQ¶VLJQLILHGWKHVDPHWKLQJWRUHVLGHQWVRIGLIIHUHQW
societies, nor should it be assumed WKDWWKHPHDQLQJRIµUHEHOOLRQ¶UHPDLQHGVWDEOHRYHUWLPHLQa 
particular location²especially considering the important changes in the relationship between 
locality and polity that took place in many different regions of Europe in the fifteenth century.83  
In some societies at some times, rebellion was a less potent threat to civic governments than 
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other avenues for expressing grievance.  By acknowledging that rebellion was not always the 
most dangerous or most public means for political complaint available to the medieval populace 
and that its meaning was tied to ever-evolving legal structures, it becomes necessary to re-
evaluate the significance of time periods featuring infrequent rebellion; they indicate not 
necessarily that the people concerned were unable to rebel against their governors or were afraid 
of their retaliation, but perhaps that legal circumstances had conspired to make other forms of 
protest more appealing or more effective.  After all, rebellion, like other modes of protest, rarely 
constituted an end in and of itself.  It was, rather, a means for achieving goals or for presenting 
grievances before a particular audience, and its ability to perform these functions was tied 
closely to the ever-changing legal systems within which it operated. 
 
 
  
  
